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It evolved from the 2018/19 Hey Neighbour! pilot, conceived
of and coordinated by the City of Vancouver’s Healthy City
Strategy team. The pilot experimented with increasing
social connectedness, neighbourliness, and resilience in two
multi-unit rental buildings, and it explored the potential role
of rental housing operators in alleviating loneliness, social
isolation, and declining feelings of belonging and levels of
civic engagement.
This multi-stakeholder collective pursues systems-oriented
dialogue that improves the regulatory and funding environment for the sociable design of multi-unit housing (Figure 1).
We also pursue resident-engaged programming that seeks to
improve health and well-being outcomes.
The core of HNC is a group of rental housing providers and
non-profit organizations that are experimenting with different ways of building community, social connectedness, and
emergency preparedness in multi-unit housing contexts.
We connect partners with researchers at SFU and Happy
City to investigate the impacts of the various programs on
resident well-being and their own organizational health. We
also explore the role and impact of built form and social,
economic, and demographic factors affecting households.
While the evidence is clear that social connections are essential to health and well-being, there is much less evidence on
interventions that work to increase social connectedness,
and even less in multi-unit housing contexts. Through piloting various approaches in diverse rental housing contexts,
HNC partners and researchers aim to build an evidence base
around such emerging practices that could be scaled and
replicated.
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Figure 1: HNC Impact Areas, from
HNC Collective Theory of Change,
2020
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For more information about HNC partners and their work,
visit: https://www.sfu.ca/dialogue/about-us/partnerorganizations/hey-neighbour-collective-.html.
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Brightside Community Homes Foundation

Executive Summary

connectedness throughout our region and its communities.
We can better understand these important dynamics by
working in research and practice partnerships in housing
communities feeling the impacts now.

Seeking Social Connectedness

The goal of this discussion paper is to propose ideas for Metro
2050 that would foster neighbourhood-based social connectedness among residents of multi-unit housing, especially
those who rent. The Hey Neighbour Collective has prepared
this input for the review of Metro 2040’s goal area 4.2: Develop
healthy and complete communities with access to a range of
services and amenities.

The deepening affordable housing crisis in Metro Vancouver
is resulting in single-detached homes—and home ownership
of any sort—being increasingly inaccessible to the majority
of residents. We have seen the proportion of single-detached
homes in the region decrease from 50% to 29% of dwellings
over the last 25 years. About 42% of the population currently
live in multi-unit housing.
Long-term or permanent renting is increasingly the only
option for a substantial segment of this region’s residents and
workforce—and, in particular, for lower-income residents.
Over a third of Metro Vancouver residents are renters; within
Vancouver this is over 50%. Significantly more than half of
renter householders in the greater Vancouver area spend
more than 30% of their income on housing.

The Foundational Principle of
Social Equity
Central to our recommendations for building social connectedness in multi-unit residential buildings is the belief
that truly healthy and complete communities are socially
equitable. The US-based think tank PolicyLink defines social
equity as “just and fair inclusion into a society in which all can
participate, prosper, and reach their full potential” and we
think this is a good start for a definition for our region, too.

An increase in the proportion of people living in dense communities and multi-unit housing aligns with the Metro 2040
goal to “create a compact urban area” that reduces greenhouse gas emissions and pollution, protects agricultural land,
and makes transportation alternatives possible. However, the
strategy of concentrating denser, more affordable housing
typologies within urban centres and on arterials needs to be
closely examined for its impacts on social equity and social

Metro 2040 is underpinned by a Sustainability Framework that
informs all goals and strategies, and this framework acknowledges the need to build community capacity and social cohesion as a core imperative. Since 2010, when the Sustainability
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Framework was established, our understanding of the policy
demands of advancing social equity, and our awareness of
the negative consequences of long-term regional planning
efforts that neglect social equity, have come a long way. We
believe that the Metro 2050 update should take advantage of
the opportunity to update planning goals to align with the
principle of social equity. Working towards greater neighbourhood-based social connectedness for our region without
a grounding in social equity approaches would be fundamentally incomplete.

Overarching Recommendation:
Embrace the principle of social equity
6 Recommendations for Social
Connectedness:
1. Enable residents to stay in their communities
2. Encourage social connectedness co-benefits in housing
upgrade programs

Meaningfully addressing social equity concerns and supporting greater social connectedness will be of utmost
importance as we recover from the current pandemic, build
resilience in advance of future potential public health crises,
and prepare to adapt to climate change-related stressors and
shocks.

3. Foster design education and dialogue for social
connectedness in multi-unit housing
4. Advocate for funding and support of social
connectedness programming

The inter-related crises of growing inequality, unaffordable
housing, increasing loneliness and social isolation, and
decreasing civic engagement cannot be solely blamed on, or
solved by, regional governments and their member municipalities. Far from it. But regional growth strategies and municipal plans can play important roles in creating conditions for
positive change well beyond their formal mandate, especially
when leveraged as advocacy tools and as a social licence in
our ongoing efforts to collaborate and communicate with a
widening sphere of willing partners.

5. Prioritize underserved neighbourhoods for social
infrastructure
6. Track and report on social connectedness

Why Is Hey Neighbour Collective
Proposing Recommendations to
Metro 2050?

Thus, we propose the overarching recommendation to
embrace the principle of social equity across the whole of
Metro 2050. We also propose six specific recommendations
that would contribute to a more supportive policy environment for owners, operators, designers, and developers of
multi-unit housing that want to foster social connectedness
and resilience in their buildings and neighbourhoods. We
believe that action on these recommendations would serve
to strengthen social connectedness among those living in
multi-unit rental housing—promoting connections within
buildings as well as in surrounding neighbourhoods.

The Hey Neighbour Collective (HNC) is a multi-stakeholder
collaborative project, focused at the intersection of two
key social determinants of health: housing and social
connectedness.
Our practice partners are actively experimenting with
different ways of building community, social connectedness, and emergency preparedness in multi-unit housing
contexts, and our researchers are working with them to
build an evidence base for their work.

We welcome engagement around the ideas in this discussion
paper as Metro Vancouver drafts and implements Metro 2050.

As this work progresses, we are pursuing systems-oriented
dialogue with our wider network of partners to explore
change that builds social connectedness and resilience
in multi-unit housing. This means that we are scanning
for opportunities across the system of housing and social
connections as we go. Policy framing at the regional level
is one such opportunity.
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Neighbour Lab / Connect & Prepare

The Critical
Importance of Social
Connectedness

Before COVID-19, declining social connectedness in Canada
and abroad had triggered increased policy attention and
a search for meaningful policy and practice interventions.
(7–11) Concerned public health professionals have called for
a robust policy agenda to advance social connectedness as
a public health priority. (1, 12–14) Governments now see the
value of taking a proactive approach to social connectedness
across a broad range of policy domains.

The importance of social connectedness in surviving, buffering the effect of, and responding to emergencies and
disruptions has been front and centre in recent public health
policy. Canada’s chief public health officer’s report, From
Risk to Resilience: An Equity Approach to COVID-19, released
in October 2020, points directly to “harnessing of social
cohesion” as a key action area to prepare for, respond to,
and recover from the pandemic in an equitable way. (1) We
know that people who feel connected are more likely to
develop a sense of belonging, participate in and take care of
their community, live healthier lives, and trust each other.
Leaders are recommending habits of social connectedness,
and Canadians are responding to the call in a host of ways,
from neighbourhood pods that cheer together and facilitate
access to essential supplies, to Zoom dinner parties and more
frequent phone calls with isolated friends and family.

Housing is one such critical domain, as social connectedness
is impacted by where and how we live. Housing insecurity
and material poverty—and the persistent discrimination
and stigmatization that those of us living in these conditions
also face—affect our sense of belonging and our social
relationships.
Higher density living, in the form of multi-unit housing,
has implications for social connectedness that we cannot
ignore. For example, a 2017 Vancouver Foundation report
showed that residents in high-rise buildings (one of a number
of multi-unit housing forms) are less likely to know their
neighbours or do small favours for them than residents of
single-detached homes. (15) They also report a higher level of
loneliness and have a harder time making new friends. These
findings are echoed in international studies. (16)

COVID-19 has resulted in the restructuring of our daily lives,
and serious public health concerns are emerging about the
“double pandemic” of social isolation. (2–4) Public health
officials have relied on notions of togetherness, kindness, and
community to inspire actions to “flatten the curve.” Mitigating
the isolation arising from pandemic restrictions has become a
major focus of public health action. (5,6)

The goal of this discussion paper is to present a case for
addressing social connectedness as a matter of regional
planning in Metro 2050, particularly important for residents of
multi-unit housing, and especially those who rent. Further, it
proposes that multi-unit buildings and surrounding neigh-
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bourhoods can, in fact, become sites for addressing social
inequity and building community resilience.

Understanding Social
Connectedness

COVID-19

During the height of COVID-19
restrictions in March and April of
2020, when federal and provincial/
territorial borders were first closed to
non-essential travel, and businesses,
libraries, and schools were
temporarily closed, two-thirds (68%)
of Canadians aged 18 to 34 reported
feelings of isolation and loneliness,
compared to 40% of people older than
55. (20)

Social connectedness—at both the individual and the
community level—is an integral component of healthy and
complete communities.
What is social connectedness?
Social connectedness is a broad term that encompasses the
multiple ways individuals connect emotionally, cognitively,
behaviourally, and physically. Social connectedness can operate in multiple spheres, including families, social networks,
workplaces, neighbourhoods, and broader society.
Neighbourhood social connectedness considers the social
relationships and dynamics within neighbourhoods and is
closely related to the overlapping concepts of social cohesion, social capital, and social inclusion. These concepts tend
to be used interchangeably in research and policy contexts,
despite having distinct attributes. The inverse, social disconnection, is often experienced as loneliness and social
isolation.
Social connectedness has received considerable and warranted attention when it comes to aging populations, as
social isolation compounds other age-related vulnerabilities
in significant ways. Much of the attention around social
isolation has been focused on seniors, but more and more
we see it can be a challenge for people across all age groups.
For example, recent trends point to a rise in self-reported
loneliness in millennial and generation Z adults. (17) A survey
conducted by the Vancouver Foundation found that those
aged 18 to 34 years reported higher rates of isolation and
lower rates of community belonging. (18) Nationally, survey
findings show that only 29% of those aged 25 to 34 are likely
to know their neighbours and to offer and receive help and
favours from them; this is lower than any other age group.
(19)

been correlated with increased stress levels and poor quality
and quantity of sleep, which in turn suppress protective
hormones and immunity. (22, 23) People with high levels of
social connection are associated with a 50% reduced risk of
early death. (21)

Social connectedness is a key determinant
of health

Socially connected communities where
people know and trust their neighbours
may be more resilient in a crisis

Low social connectedness has been linked to higher rates
of crime, alcohol abuse, and suicide. (24) Mental illness,
including depression and anxiety, is one of the leading causes
of disability in Canada and is strongly correlated with social
isolation and a lack of social support. (25) Strong social
supports appear to mitigate cognitive declines in people
with Alzheimer’s and dementia and to promote healthy and
resilient behaviours, such as resource sharing and offering
neighbourly support during stressful times. (26, 27)

Social connectedness plays an important role in our physical
and mental health. Weak social connections have been found
to increase the incidence and severity of cardiovascular
disease and are strongly linked to increased likelihood of
mortality from cancer. (21) A lack of social connection has

Social connectedness is an important factor in the adaptation
to climate change and other emergencies. (28) An earthquake
and tsunami in Japan in 2011 forced 470,000 people to evacuate their homes and resulted in 18,500 deaths. A study of
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quakes are an ever-present risk. Building neighbourhood
social connectedness could be seen not just as a strategy to
promote individual and community health, but as a component of climate resilience and emergency preparedness
strategies.
COVID-19

Socially connected communities foster a
sense of belonging and civic engagement
Social connectedness is linked to community belonging and
democratic participation. National data show that residents
aged 18 and over who have a strong sense of belonging to
their local neighbourhood are more likely to feel as though
their voice matters to elected officials (39% compared to 14%
who have a very weak sense of belonging) (36), and this sense
of belonging is an important factor in attitudinal and behavioral factors in voting. (37)

The COVID-19 pandemic has sparked
a nationwide dialogue on the
importance of social connectedness
for our health and well-being.
In particular, it has highlighted
significant inequalities when it
comes to our ability to cope with
large-scale economic disruptions and
vulnerability to health threats. Social
isolation combined with demographic
factors such as race, income, and
disability intersect, resulting in
low-income, vulnerably housed,
racialized, disabled, and Indigenous
people experiencing the worst of the
pandemic. (33–35)

If we believe that civic engagement is critical to the health
of our democracy, ensuring that residents feel they belong
will foster their participation. Though a person’s subjective
feelings of belonging are complex, neighbourhood social
connectedness is indivisible from a sense of community
belonging.

Social Connectedness Is Hindered
by Social Inequity
Communities can’t be truly healthy, complete, and socially
connected in the face of deep-seated socio-economic
inequities.
Income inequality can make social
connection more difficult

over 130 cities, towns, and villages in the hardest hit regions
of Japan found that those with higher levels of trust and
cohesion had lower mortality rates, after controlling for other
factors. (29) Similar findings were reached in a study of the
aftermath of the Canterbury, New Zealand, earthquakes. (30)

Too many Metro Vancouver renter households are financially
strained, leaving them with little time and financial capacity to build supportive relationships with neighbours. The
typical measure of affordability is a household that spends
less than 30% of its before-tax income on rent (or mortgage)
plus utilities. (38) According to the BC Non-Profit Housing
Association’s Rental Housing Index, 43% of renter households
in the region spend more than 30% of their income on housing, and for 22%, the cost of housing exceeds 50% of their
income. (39) Low- and very low-income households represent
42% of Metro Vancouver renters. (40)

Daniel Aldrich’s popular study of post-Katrina New Orleans
demonstrated a similar trend, (31) as did Eric Klinenberg’s
study of the 1995 Chicago heat wave. (32)
Emerging evidence for the importance of neighbourhood
social connectedness and neighbourhood equity in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic suggests a reinforcement
of these earlier findings while also raising new relationships
and questions.

Material poverty can impact social connectedness. Findings
from consultations on the Province of BC’s 2019 poverty
reduction strategy, TogetherBC, provide evidence of this.
Those consulted spoke about “the harmful effects of social
isolation, and how it had an impact on their mental health,”

The Metro Vancouver region will not be spared from chronic
stressors like climate change impacts, and, of course, earth-
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and how they “feel cut off from their communities.” The strategy refers to belonging and social inclusion as key variables
that influence the lived experience of poverty, which must be
considered in the government’s response. (41)

the last 25 years, making other forms of housing, particularly
multi-unit housing, an increasingly common housing experience. (49) High-, mid-, and low-rise multi-unit housing made
up 42% of dwellings in Metro Vancouver region in 2016. (49)
Given Metro Vancouver’s urban containment boundary and
the Metro 2040 emphasis on transit-oriented compact communities, the region’s growing population will increasingly
live in multi-unit housing of some form. This trend should
compel deeper research into the impact of various multi-unit
housing forms on social connectedness.

Household food insecurity is a symptom of income insecurity. People who rent their homes in BC are 56% more
likely to experience severe household food insecurity than
those who own. (42) Aside from the obvious negative health
impacts of food insecurity, the inability to gather over a meal
robs people of one of the most powerful and joyful ways of
building community and social connections and celebrating
culture.

Social Connectedness Can Be a
Challenge for Marginalized Groups

Insecure tenure weakens social
connections and belonging

A survey of Canadian adults conducted in 2019 found that
visible minorities[sic],1 Indigenous people, those with
mobility challenges, and LGBTQ2 people are all more
likely to experience social isolation and loneliness than
the general population. (46) Statistics Canada reports
indicate that Canadians who experience discrimination
are more likely to report a weaker sense of belonging to
the local community, and less likely to have trust in civic
institutions. (47, 48) Many of these marginalized groups
are overrepresented in Canada’s renter population. (39)

Security of housing tenure is linked to social connectedness.
For example, evidence from a survey of residents in Metro
Vancouver suggests that a longer time living in a neighbourhood is related to a stronger sense of community belonging,
for both renters and homeowners. (43) Renters, in particular,
are less likely to know any neighbours well enough to call on
them for help. (18) And renters in BC face greater insecurities than is the case elsewhere in Canada: Statistics Canada
shows that BC has the highest rate of forced evictions in the
country—almost 70% higher than the national rate. (44)

Though all levels of government—and society more
generally—bear responsibility for reducing inequity and
systemic discrimination, the opportunity and responsibility exists now at the level of regional policy to incorporate
a robust consideration of the unintended impacts of
growth strategies on marginalized groups.

It’s not surprising that security of tenure is listed as a principle for boosting social well-being in multi-unit residential
buildings in Happy City’s Happy Homes toolkit. (45) In
addition to the evidence provided in this toolkit, we can
intuit the relationship between security of housing tenure
and social connectedness and belonging. Why bother getting
to know your neighbours if you don’t feel like you’ll be able
to stay put for long? It is a challenge for people to put down
roots, feel a sense of community belonging, and get involved
in civic affairs if they are scrambling to afford rent and the
basic necessities of life, and if they are also worrying about
having to relocate somewhere less expensive, which may
also be further away from schools, jobs, friends, and cultural
connections.

Canada has been advised by the Committee on the Elimination of
Racial Discrimination since 2007 to rethink its use of the term “visible
minorities” as a racist term. Nevertheless, the term remains in use in
Canada. (64)
1

Housing form affects levels of social
connectedness
Though many factors influence a person’s degree of social
connectedness, individuals living in high-rise buildings are
more likely to experience diminished neighbourliness, lower
levels of trust in their neighbours, increased isolation, and to
report difficulty making new friends. (18)
The proportion of single-detached homes in Metro
Vancouver’s housing stock has decreased from 50% to 29% in
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Happy City

How the
Recommendations
Were Developed

Method
Our recommendations flow from a number of different
streams of analysis and input.
1. Policy Scan
We conducted a scan of policy initiatives at all levels of
government. Within these plans and policy documents we
looked at:

In February 2020, Metro Vancouver invited Hey Neighbour
Collective to submit a discussion paper focused on strategy
4.2 of Metro 2040 (“Develop healthy and complete communities with access to a range of services and amenities”; see
Box 1), to be considered as one of a number of inputs into the
review process for Metro 2050.

•

whether social connectedness was mentioned

•

specific terms used

•

presence or absence of performance indicators and
reporting requirements

•

target populations and policy type

•

whether the policy was accompanied by the allocation of
resources

•

equity-related considerations

The policy scan did not include initiatives related to parallel matters, such as affordable housing strategies, poverty
reduction, infrastructure investments, and building codes and
bylaws, unless these explicitly included social connectedness
as a policy objective. For more information about the scan,
see Appendix A through C.
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2. Interviews with HNC-Affiliated
Partners

The purpose was to ground-truth the recommendations in
the draft version of this paper and to start a discussion about
them. In this, the final version, select notes are included from
the workshop in cases where they add nuance or important
context. Full workshop notes are available separately.

We conducted semi-structured interviews with numerous
HNC-affiliated partners. These interviews sought to obtain:
•

firsthand accounts from practitioners about motivations,
practices, and outcomes for their work (in the domain of
enhancing social connectedness in multi-unit housing)

•

ideas for policy supports that might scale up the work of
building social connectedness

Box 1: Metro 2040 Regional Growth
Strategy Excerpt
Goal 4: Develop Complete Communities

For a list of interviewees and inputs, see Appendix D.

Metro Vancouver is a region of communities with a
diverse range of housing choices suitable for residents at
any stage of their lives. The distribution of employment
and access to services and amenities builds complete
communities throughout the region. Complete communities are designed to support walking, cycling and transit,
and to foster healthy lifestyles.

3. Other Partner Inputs
The thinking behind this discussion paper was further
informed by:
•

emerging learnings and reflections from HNC Community
of Practice sessions and yet-to-be-published stories
about partners’ specific approaches

•

summer 2020 knowledge exchange events (Systems
Change Circle conversation and HNC/BC Non-Profit
Housing Association webinar)

•

review of earlier drafts of this paper by select HNC partners, including Happy City, Vancouver Coastal Health,
LandlordBC, and BC Non-Profit Housing Association

Strategy 4.2: Develop healthy and complete communities with access to a range of services and amenities.
Metro Vancouver’s role is to:
4.2.1 Support municipalities in the development of
healthy and complete communities through regional
strategies on affordable housing, culture, food, and parks
and recreation.
4.2.2 Provide technical advice and assistance on air quality aspects of land use and infrastructure decisions.

HNC Responsibility
Though many people and organizations contributed to the
ideas in this discussion paper, the authors and reviewers
take responsibility for the recommendations in this draft.
Our partners’ involvement in the HNC does not indicate full
endorsement.

4.2.3 Collaborate with health authorities to advance measures to promote healthy living through land use policies.

Workshopping the
Recommendations
On November 23, 2020, HNC in partnership with SFU Urban
Studies hosted an online workshop attended by 56 people.
All HNC partners were represented, with the exception of
the City of New Westminster. We also had representatives
from Metro Vancouver Housing, CMHC, BC Centre for Disease
Control, Fraser Health, Ministry of Municipal Affairs and
Housing, and the cities of Burnaby, North Vancouver, Maple
Ridge, and Pitt Meadows. Many of the participants were of the
Regional Planning Advisory Committee’s Social Issues and
Housing Subcommittees.
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Qualex Landmark / Luna Aixin (City of Vancouver)

Recommendations
for Metro 2050

Overarching Recommendation:
Embrace the Principle of Social
Equity

Developing Complete, Equitable,
and Socially Connected
Communities

Similar to how Metro 2040 is underpinned by a Sustainability
Framework that informs all goals and strategies and is at the
“core of operating and planning philosophy,” Metro 2050—in
its entirety—should be grounded in the explicit principle of
social equity.
Metro 2040 does not reference the terms equity or social
equity. However, its vision statement does reference “cultural
vitality, economic prosperity, social justice and compassion”
and the aim to foster “a region of diverse communities where
people in all their infinite variety live, work and play.” (50) A
number of municipalities’ regional context statements falling
under Goal 4 of Metro 2040 reference notions of inclusion,
social interaction, and measurable goals relating to decolonization (or work with local host First Nations), anti-racism,
social equity, and local poverty reduction efforts. Some
municipalities are already preparing equity, diversity and
inclusion frameworks.

In an era of increasing inequalities, public health crises, and
climate emergencies, our recommendations expand upon
Metro 2040’s broad goal of “developing complete communities” and push towards a more explicit embrace of developing
complete, equitable, and socially connected communities.
Inside a social equity approach to community development,
social connections can be fostered with interventions focused
on housing and neighbourhood. These are the sites of home
and community, where we can do much to reduce social
inequities.
HNC offers one overarching recommendation, applied to
Metro 2050 as a whole, and six recommendations specific to
updating Metro 2040’s goal areas 4.1 and 4.2.

Having a shared definition of social equity across the region
will help municipalities identify opportunities for action and
move the region in a unified direction. The US-based think
tank PolicyLink defines social equity as “just and fair inclusion into a society in which all can participate, prosper, and
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reach their full potential,” (51) and we think this is a good
start for a definition for our region, too.

Look to Climate Equity Framework

Explicitly grounding Metro 2050 in the principle of social
equity would constitute a commitment to assess all land use
policies, infrastructure decisions, and planning approaches
through a social equity lens. This would strengthen and
support municipalities to more fully align their own plans in a
complementary direction.

Metro Vancouver acknowledges that climate change
mitigation and adaptation efforts must be undertaken
with equity in mind. For example, Climate 2050 states
that “policies and programs to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and adapt to the changing climate must not
exacerbate existing economic, social, or geographic
disparities. . . . Fairness, equity, and affordability will
be central considerations in the development of goals,
strategies and actions for the Climate 2050 strategy.” (52)

We believe that the Metro 2050 update should take advantage
of this opportunity to update planning goals to align with the
principle of social equity. Working towards greater neighbourhood-based social connectedness for our region without
a grounding in social equity approaches would be fundamentally incomplete.

Climate 2050 is a voluntary strategic framework,
however, and Metro Vancouver municipalities are not
required by the Local Government Act to adopt regional
context statements that reflect its recommendations or
equity considerations as they are with a memberapproved regional growth strategy. Social equity needs
to be seen as an integral aspect of overall sustainability—
one that member municipalities are required to address
in policies and plans.

Further, a social equity lens would focus more attention
on the priorities of renters, low-income residents, and
Indigenous, racialized, and otherwise marginalized groups,
including disabled and LGBTQ2I+ communities, and it would
foster meaningful engagement with these groups, who are
often dramatically under-represented in planning processes
despite being key knowledge holders. Committing to collecting and disseminating disaggregated data to inform and
support all areas of regional planning will be key to effectively
moving towards racial and social equity in the region. This
approach may also unveil new opportunities and issues
related to understanding and enhancing social connectedness in our communities.

6 Recommendations for Social
Connectedness

Our six recommendations for supporting social connectedness for residents of multi-unit housing span different
spheres, from recommendations that pertain to factors within
multi-unit housing (recommendations 1–4), to those surrounding neighbourhoods (recommendation 5), and also the
question of evaluation of efforts via shared terminology and
targets (recommendation 6).

The pandemic has highlighted longstanding inequities
that exist in our communities. In order to recover from the
current pandemic, build resilience in advance of future
potential public health crises, and prepare to adapt to climate
change-related stressors and shocks, it is essential to address
these inequities through multi-scale action involving all levels
of government. By positioning social equity as a cornerstone
of sustainable growth in the region, and considering the
more explicit embrace of complete, equitable, and socially
connected communities, Metro Vancouver can demonstrate
leadership in addressing exclusion and marginalization while
prioritizing the well-being of all its residents.
Working within a social equity approach for Metro 2050,
HNC has specific recommendations that would serve to
strengthen social connectedness in multi-unit rental housing.
Our recommendations focus on social connections that occur
because of where people live, using the opportunities found
in multi-unit residential buildings and in neighbourhoods to
foster equitable, connected communities.
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INTERVIEWEE

I think when you feel secure in your
housing it frees you up to make
relationships with other people. If
you’re not offering that security of
tenure, then it’s really hard to build
community without that.

In the rental housing context, this means we need to reframe
our thinking from protecting a particular building that a
renter lives in to instead working—urgently and aggressively—
towards a robust and flexible rental housing ecosystem. While
we continue to focus on renter protections and supports
and close the loopholes that continue to allow for unlawful
evictions, renovictions, and demovictions, this reframed
approach will create a region where people of all incomes
and different family configurations can stay and thrive in their
neighbourhoods of choice, maintaining and strengthening
important social connections and social capital.

Catalyst / Adrian Lam (Times Colonist)

1

Enable residents to stay in
their communities

Unlike homeowners, renters are very often forced—due to
evictions, renovictions, demovictions, and a lack of other
suitable rental housing—to leave communities where they
may have put down roots, formed social connections,
fostered a sense of belonging, and been engaged in local civic
life. This makes renters not only more vulnerable than owners
to involuntary displacement but to a loss of social connection
as well, which may contribute to health inequities between
owners and renters.

A number of municipalities within Metro Vancouver in the
last 10 years have introduced policies to increase security
of rental tenure. City of Vancouver’s 2015 Tenant Protection
and Relocation Policy cites the loss of one’s home and
community networks as a non-quantifiable cost of relocation, with outsized impacts for vulnerable tenants, (53) and
which is made especially challenging in a city with very low
vacancy rates. In 2020, the City of Burnaby enacted its Tenant
Assistance Policy, (54) under which tenants are entitled to
comprehensive supports and compensation if displaced from
their homes when an owner renovates or rebuilds under a
rezoning application. This includes rent top-up payments to
bridge the gap between the previous unit and the new unit,
help with moving expenses, and the right to return to the new
development in an equivalent unit at the same rent (plus any
Residential Tenancy Act–allowed rent increases).

Addressing the inequities between renters and owners, and
supporting a range of housing alternatives to meet the needs
of low- and moderate-income Canadians, are key elements
of Canada’s National Housing Strategy. Renter/homeowner
inequities require us not only to ensure protections and supports for renters, but also to strengthen support for local nonprofit and for-profit purpose-built rental housing operators,
to make it easier for them to retain, maintain, redevelop, and
build safe and sustainable rental housing accessible across a
wide range of incomes and household needs.

In interviews, HNC practice partners understood security of
tenure to be one of the primary drivers of social connectedness in the communities in which they work. They mentioned
to us that building community is very difficult when residents
don’t feel securely connected to home or motivated to invest
in relationships where they live.

To illustrate this recommendation, we introduce the idea of
security of tenure within a community (rather than within
a specific dwelling unit). This may be analogous to “aging
in place” discussions, where diverse housing options exist
within a neighbourhood that suit people as they move
through life stages.
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Practitioners also reflected that security of tenure isn’t just
about policies that prevent unlawful renovictions and demovictions, support renters through relocation, and control the
rise of rents: it’s also fundamentally about ongoing systemic
efforts to maintain and expand diverse affordable rental
stock.

full cost of the housing they provide, so that households with
low and middle incomes can manage rents. New affordable
rental housing must incorporate units geared towards the
full range of households that need it. In particular, there is
a tendency to focus on studio and one-bedroom units, with
two, three and more bedrooms being scarce. A wide variety
of rental housing typologies will ensure neighbourhoods
promote social diversity and inclusion.

Opportunities to Explore
a) Retain and improve affordable rental housing stock and
expand the community housing sector
Renovating and maintaining older rental units is often
more cost effective than building new ones. Smaller private
landlords with purpose-built rental buildings are struggling to
maintain them in the face of rising taxes, expenses, and rent
controls.

COVID-19

COVID-19 is showing how quickly all
levels of governments can act when
they need to, and how much financial
support they can provide if they have
public opinion behind them. We need
to treat our affordable housing and
homelessness crises with the urgency
they deserve and elevate housing
as a fundamental pillar of a healthy,
equitable, safe society.

Currently, we are losing approximately three older and
more-affordable rental units for every new purpose-built
rental. The community housing sector has called on the provincial and federal governments to address this imbalance.
(55)
Senior governments could rise to this challenge, working
collaboratively to create a rapid-response acquisition fund
that allows the non-profit community housing sector—which
generally prioritizes affordability and security of tenure
over profit—to buy the buildings and expand the amount of
non-market rental housing in the system.
b) Protect publicly owned land for affordable housing
Continued commitment is needed to protect and leverage publicly owned land for affordable housing and other
key public amenities. As has been documented by Metro
Vancouver through its Transit-Oriented Affordable Housing
study, building new affordable rental housing is virtually
impossible in this region without free or heavily subsidized
land.

d) Modernize exclusionary zoning to allow for more “missing middle” forms and purpose-built rental
Exclusionary zoning is a challenge for the purpose-built
rental sector, for both non-profits and for-profits. Though
some strides have been made allowing small amounts of
low-density infill and secondary (less secure) market rental
in the forms of suites and laneway houses, many land-use
zones in the region do not allow the development of purpose-built rental. Municipal development planning priorities
have relegated zones for purpose-built rental to the margins
along busier, noisier arterials where residents are more likely
to experience poor air quality. Acknowledging that vulnerable
populations and minorities in Canada are commonly located
within the low-income bracket and are renters, this zoning
policy exacerbates existing inequities.

Combining the use of publicly owned land with programs
that fast-track development applications for affordable rental
housing (such as City of Vancouver’s Social Housing or Rental
Tenure Program (SHORT) pilot) is promising and should be
scaled up throughout the region.
c) Increase and accelerate affordable housing funding
commitments
Non-profit housing interviewees emphasized the importance
of provincial and federal funding that helps to subsidize the
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Workshop Insights For Recommendation 1
Security of Tenure Through
Redevelopment
Redevelopments risk inconveniencing or displacing
existing residents from their communities if other
adequate housing options can’t be found. One of HNC’s
partners acknowledged these potential unintended
consequences. To address these concerns, the organization developed a resident relocation policy that
exceeds the local municipal policy, with the objective
of mitigating the impact of relocation on the lives of
residents, supporting health outcomes before, during,
and after a move, and ensuring residents are provided
with adequate support to find safe and secure homes in
the interim.
The policy ensures that tenants can remain a part of
the housing-provider community if they so choose
(by moving to suites in other buildings, for example).
Collaboration with other housing providers helps to
transition tenants to units that meet their needs and
incomes.

•

This recommendation was generally seen as having the
biggest potential for positive impact on the well-being
and social connectedness of multi-unit housing residents, lower-income renters in particular. But it was also
seen as the most challenging to implement.

•

A housing operator participant referenced an unintended
consequence of legal housing agreements with cities.
In some cases, these agreements (created because new
housing is built on city land to lower costs and increase
affordability) mandate that when a resident’s income
gets too high (beyond the income limits that made them
eligible for a unit in the first place), they will be evicted.
This does not contribute to a sense of safety, security and
belonging, especially when there can be a huge price gap
when that person has to find new housing. The housing
operator stated that it can be hard to engage people who
feel like they might not be able to stay for long if they are
“successful” in life.

•

A municipal housing planner noted that some smaller
municipalities may find it difficult to create and/or
strengthen tenant protection and relocation policies
when so much of the onus for residential rental law (like
the Residential Tenancy Act and Residential Tenancy
Branch) sits at the provincial level. Another strategy
might be to advocate to the Province for assistance in
streamlining tenant protection and relocation supports,
leaving municipalities to focus on other efforts.

•

The notion of “time poverty” was brought up by a
regional planner as a missing issue in these recommendations: “Can we find ways as a region to spend less
time commuting and more time in our communities?”
A researcher commented that lack of time is often
mentioned as a barrier to getting to know neighbours in
surveys. It was agreed in their breakout group that this
issue was connected to recommendation 1, the problem
of people living far from where they work due to housing
unaffordability, and the social equity issues that this
raises, especially for people whose work cannot be done
remotely (which constitutes a lot of lower-paid work).

e) Support the creation of co-ops and affordable ownership innovations in low-density neighbourhoods
“Missing middle” or gentle-density typologies, such as
rowhouses, townhouses, and other low-rise and mid-rise
buildings with a diverse number of bedrooms, are muchneeded alternatives to the polarities of medium- or high-rise
buildings and single-detached housing. These alternatives
can support neighbourhood equity through opportunities
for sociability, well-being, and affordability across all households. With more inclusionary zoning, they can also offer
many different types of stable tenure housing: purpose-built
rental, co-op, co-housing, affordable ownership models, and
market ownership.
Including a full spectrum of more affordable types and
tenures of housing means that some renter households can
move into other types of housing in their chosen communities instead of leaving for commuter suburbs or smaller
communities. Making it possible to remain in neighbourhoods, during all life stages and circumstances, via full-spectrum housing options may convey benefits in addition to
an increased sense of belonging. Such benefits may include
keeping people close to jobs, schools and other local hubs,
better employee retention, freeing up rental housing, and
lowered greenhouse gas emissions from less commuting.
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(56) The program is intended to retrofit common areas. BC
Housing and Reframed Initiative recently announced the
launch of Reframed Lab, which will retrofit up to five multiunit residential buildings to make homes safer, more energy
efficient, and less polluting. (57) There are also periodic
funding opportunities from the federal government, administered by CMHC.
While existing environmental sustainability retrofit programs
are necessary, they tend not to tackle social sustainability.
One of the interviewed HNC partners identified social sustainability as a necessary complement to their environmental
sustainability strategy. In addition to committing to intentional programming led by a full-time social sustainability
coordinator with involvement from resident “community
connectors” in each building, they are interested in assessing
opportunities for physical retrofits that could support social
connectedness.
Some interviewees reported using grants slated for environmental sustainability to address both environmental and
sociability concerns. This is a co-benefit approach, where one
intervention can meet two or more goals at once. However,
they flagged that sneaking social connectedness into retrofit
programs focused on other outcomes may result in compromises being made in one area or the other.

Michelle Hoar

2

Encourage social
connectedness co-benefits
in housing upgrade
programs

Older rental stock is often the most affordable rental option.
Half of the rental buildings in Metro Vancouver were built
before 2000, (40) and many were built without considering
design elements that might foster social connectedness.
Some of this older stock is approaching or at the end of its
functional life and will be redeveloped to deliver a larger
number of healthy and resilient (that is, energy efficient and
seismically sound) units of rental housing. But some of this
older stock can be upgraded for longer life.

COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic has very
clearly highlighted the spatial
inequities in different types of housing
when it comes to having safe indoor
space for self-isolating and outdoor
space for safely gathering, recreating,
and connecting with nature. Residents
of multi-unit housing, particularly
those without balconies or access to
shared indoor and outdoor amenity
spaces, are particularly reliant on
parks and other public spaces, unlike
people with access to private yards.

We are not aware of any significant programs that fund
upgrades to buildings or outdoor areas for the specific purpose of increasing potential for healthy recreation, safe social
interaction, or community building between neighbours.
Given the importance of social connectedness to personal
and community well-being, there is an equity argument to be
made for broadening our thinking around what retrofits to
affordable rental housing could accomplish.
Most policy tools and funding programs for upgrading older
rental stock focus on retrofits to conserve energy and reduce
greenhouse gas emissions. For instance, the Social Housing
Retrofit Support Program for Multi-Unit Residential Buildings
is delivered in a partnership between BC Hydro and FortisBC.
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Opportunities to Explore
a) Advocate for the explicit inclusion of social sustainability and social connectedness as important aspects of
overall sustainability in existing climate-oriented retrofit
programs.

INTERVIEWEE

The municipal grants we have
received go straight to affordability
and security of tenure. It’s
magnificent, really, the contribution
that makes to people’s lives. It’s way
bigger than the dollar value.

Documenting creative ways of marrying climate change mitigation and adaptation with objectives around the creation
or improvement of common spaces and shared amenities
that improve individual and public health outcomes could
help housing operators and funders see opportunities for
co-benefits.
There may be opportunities for Metro Vancouver and other
actors, such as BC Ministry of Health and local health authorities, to advocate for a co-benefits approach—sometimes
called an integrated planning approach—with the leads of
existing retrofit programs.

Workshop Insights for Recommendation 2

b) Advocate for new streams of funding for retrofits that
support social sustainability and social connectedness in
buildings and on their grounds.
New targeted funding would provide owners and operators
of multi-unit rental housing with opportunities to optimize
the social connectedness potential of their buildings and
grounds. It would be ideal if such funding went beyond
providing the initial capital required for retrofits to offer
some amount of ongoing maintenance support. For example,
underused lawns can be retrofitted to community gardens or
spaces for casual social interactions, but such spaces must be
maintained. Funding support for maintaining spaces would
make it easier to find housing providers willing to undertake
improvements; the financial and property management
capacity of providers is often inadequate to fully cover
ongoing costs, and funding is needed so that residents do not
shoulder those costs through increased rents.
New programs could build upon highly successful initiatives
like Vancouver Foundation’s Neighbourhood Small Grants.
The program makes low-barrier $500 grants available to
residents of BC communities to undertake neighbourhood
projects together; funded projects almost always have social
connectedness benefits. New and larger grant programs
could be targeted to rental housing operators, emphasizing
the benefit of co-designing, co-creating, and co-managing
improvements with residents.
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•

A former municipal social planner suggested that certain
ideas like energy efficiency and seismic safety have more
political traction and funding support than social connectedness. There are retrofit programs focused in these
areas happening now that could benefit from better
cross-department collaboration (e.g., housing, social
planning, green building, climate, etc.).

•

An emergency planner recognized that this recommendation is tied into a trend in climate-focused mitigation and
adaptation work that centres the importance of social
equity.

•

One researcher connected the idea of social retrofits to
recommendation 3, and the importance of clear evidence-based standards to guide decisions. For example,
Passive House and other energy-efficient building
standards are clear, but we don’t yet have clarity and
agreement on what elements should be included to
boost social connectedness.
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Despite the relative absence of best practices and design
guidelines, some of our interviewees are already innovating
in this space. For example, one housing provider interviewed
was in the process of undertaking a redevelopment process
that will combine the Passive House design standard (a voluntary standard for ultra-low energy buildings) with elements
of design that encourage social interactions and connection.
Another interviewee is building a set of tenant-informed
design guidelines. By learning from the post-occupancy
experiences of residents in new buildings, the practitioner
is adapting designs for future affordable rental buildings.
HNC partner Happy City is working on performance-oriented
guidelines for the design of shared spaces in multi-unit housing that maximize social connectedness.
Some higher-end market rental and condominium developers may be savvy about design, common space, and shared
amenity spaces that promote social connectedness, and
they may be able to price it into rents and purchase costs.
But rental housing geared towards low- and middle-income
households may need more supports to ensure providers can
incorporate best practices that foster social connectedness
in affordable housing options. In order to work towards an
equitable and flexible housing system that support social
connectedness, best practices in design for multi-unit housing must be achievable across the spectrum of household
incomes.

Happy City

3

Foster design education
and dialogue for social
connectedness in multi-unit
housing

“

The field of sociable design for multi-unit housing is growing
among specialized actors, but wider awareness and traction
in policy and funding arenas has yet to follow suit. Metro
Vancouver could strengthen opportunities to address social
connectedness through multi-unit housing design by convening member municipalities and housing sector actors to
engage in education and dialogue.

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

This is the most achievable,
lowest-cost, lowest-hanging-fruit
recommendation. Metro Vancouver
can make sure practitioners in the
field have the information and
opportunity to design for this purpose.
It can have a big impact with new
multi-unit housing because we will be
building more—and making sure best
practices are out there is important.

Best practices for designing multi-unit housing should
balance environmental sustainability, affordability, and social
sustainability outcomes. Achieving these outcomes at scale
will not be easy; rather, it will require creativity, multi-stakeholder coordination, partnerships, and funding support.
Relationships with BC Housing, BC Ministry of Health, health
authorities, and others could be leveraged in these efforts.
There aren’t many examples of municipal policies that
touch on sociable housing design principles, but the City of
Vancouver’s guidelines for high-density housing for families takes an intersectional approach towards the needs
of that particular type of household, and the City of North
Vancouver’s Active Design Guidelines serve as a guide for
market and rental housing.
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Opportunities to Explore

Workshop Insights for Recommendation 3

a) Support the creation of best practice case studies that
can guide future policy at all levels of government.

•

This recommendation was viewed as the second most
impactful, and it was felt to be the most achievable by
Metro Vancouver within a regional growth strategy.

•

Housing operators, housing industry association representatives, and city planners saw this as a clear jurisdictional fit for Metro Vancouver in its role as convener,
researcher, and educator. For both developers and
planners, broadly understood best practices would be
helpful. BC Non-Profit Housing Association, in particular,
was eager to participate in this conversation and engage
its members.

•

A Fraser Health representative noted that in the past
there was a team of community health specialists
partnered with municipalities to work on healthy built
environment projects. They suggested that perhaps
these specialists might be able to contribute to education
and help bring people together.

Member municipalities’ design policies and guidelines for
multi-unit housing, healthy built environments, and active
design can be studied to identify how such policies encourage
social connectedness, whether implicitly or explicitly. Such
study could include a further assessment of how such policies
are implemented, in practice, and explore how differences
in municipal approaches mitigate or exacerbate inequities
between communities.
In addition to the work of municipalities, the work of public
and private entities can also be studied. Entities like BC
Housing, CMHC, universities, Happy City, and others are
researching, designing, building, and operating sociable
multi-unit housing.
Metro Vancouver can engage with all stakeholders to identify
and create best practice case studies to guide future policy in
the region and beyond.
b) Convene member municipalities to engage in dialogues.
Convening member municipalities—and other stakeholders
such as multi-unit housing designers, developers, owners and
operators as well as health authorities—in discussion about
their experiences in this area and asking for their participation in identifying and supporting best practices is integral to
achieving buy-in for new policies.
There are also groups, such as Urbanarium, that are interested in these issues and could play a complementary role
in convening more public-facing conversation about best
practices in multi-unit housing design. Groups like ours or
other community-focused organizations could play a role
in bringing the lived-experience perspectives of multi-unit
housing residents into these conversations.
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ize on opportunities to foster social connectedness, health
and well-being, and community connections. Partnerships
between housing operators and specialized non-profits will
need reliable funding support. Over time, promising programs could expand to other multi-unit housing tenure types:
strata condominiums, co-ops, and co-housing. Co-ops and
co-housing currently offer much for the rental housing sector
to learn from in terms of social connectedness.
A number of established programs show an understanding of
the need for this type of programming, such as two programs
delivered by BC Housing that address social connectedness
and community resilience—Tenant Activity Grants and
People, Plants and Homes—and Metro Vancouver Housing’s
tenant engagement programs. The existence of grant
streams like those provided by Plan H (58), which support
social connectedness activities by local and regional governments (funded by BC Ministry of Health through BC Healthy
Communities), also recognize the need to fund emerging
work in this field. Vancouver Foundation’s Neighbourhood
Small Grants, mentioned in an earlier recommendation, is an
example of a smaller, resident-targeted funding stream.

West End Seniors’ Network

4

Larger dedicated funding streams for social connectedness
programming in multi-unit housing contexts could offer a significant opportunity to bolster community climate resilience,
emergency preparedness, and pandemic response. Involving
climate adaptation and emergency preparedness professionals in these discussions would be beneficial.

Advocate for funding
and support of social
connectedness programming

While we work collectively towards an optimal policy and
funding environment to support social connectedness, we
should recognize and support sustained and intentional
programming in multi-unit housing that drives towards the
same outcomes.

Experimenting with Social
Connectedness Programming

Even in a building that is optimally designed for organic
social interactions between neighbours, thoughtful and
intentional programming can catalyze, deepen, and help
to maintain relationships between neighbours, broadening
opportunities for resident-engaged or even resident-led
initiatives that build community and resilience. This kind of
creative intentional programming is even more important in
multi-unit housing contexts where there is a lack of shared
space in which to gather, socialize, and organize (most older
buildings will fit in this category). Intentional programming
that identifies the priorities and needs of vulnerable populations inhabiting a building can led to social activations that
address existing equity issues.

The core of HNC is a community of practice made up of
rental housing operators and non-profits doing just this:
experimenting primarily with programming-based interventions. By the end of our project’s third year, we estimate that our partners’ activities will be taking place in
about 40 buildings across Vancouver, Victoria, Penticton,
and New Westminster. Each partner’s program (some
brand new, some a few years old) is responding to a different set of buildings and different resident populations
with diverse incomes and needs; they take customized
approaches. In collaboration with researchers at SFU and
Happy City, HNC is building an evidence base around
practice partners’ emerging and promising practices with
social programming, further exploring contexts in which
these practices could be replicated and scaled.

We hear from both the rental housing sector and the nonprofit sector that the appetite exists to pilot social connectedness programming. We imagine that rental housing operators
with the commitment and capacity to lead this type of
programming within their buildings will still need and want
to partner with community non-profits to more fully capital-

Our partners reiterate that episodic funding is a challenge. Supports for multi-year/ongoing connectedness
interventions would advance our partners’ work.
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or strong community organizations that could advance
their work. For example, social planners at the City of New
Westminster (an HNC partner) are looking for a rental housing
operator that might join HNC’s Community of Practice and
are offering to support them in myriad ways, including direct
staff support and connections with community organizations
that could assist with programming.

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

[We rely] on our non-profit partners
to reach vulnerable communities, to
hold grants, implement programs and
convene people. It is an important
role that is done with very little
funding and has filled gaps where
social services have fallen short and
government funding has been lost.

Workshop Insights for Recommendation 4
•

Two participants in different groups (an emergency planner and a housing provider) suggested that it is important to ensure any new programs targeting programmatic
interventions for boosting social connectedness take
into account that not all communities or organizations
have equal capacity to apply for program funding. An
approach aiming to redress inequities would be to offer
funding to marginalized and/or more socially isolated
communities and take proactive measures to connect
them with opportunities (acknowledging and managing
the burden of applications and reporting).

•

A planner noted that with respect to budgets: “We’re
willing to talk in huge numbers when it comes to physical
infrastructure, but when it comes to social programming
immediately the numbers go way down. There is very
little willingness at multiple levels of government to
do big spends on social connectedness programs and
services. Evidence tells us social connectedness makes a
huge difference, but we need stronger voices in advocating for funding.”

•

Representatives from both Vancouver Coastal Health and
Fraser Health recognized how important the non-profit
community is to reaching and supporting underserved,
marginalized communities, and that different levels of
government have divested responsibility to the nonprofit sector without adequate resources to support it.

•

It was noted that this recommendation is related to
recommendation 5, in that funding for programmatic
interventions in multi-unit housing should be prioritized
for underserved, marginalized communities.

Opportunities to Explore
a) Support the gathering of evidence from existing and
future programs.
Metro Vancouver could advocate to health authorities,
senior levels of government, and philanthropic organizations
for more robust and reliable streams of funding for social
connectedness programming in multi-unit housing, whether
led by housing operators or by non-profit organizations in
partnership with housing operators. A more diverse suite of
interventions would build a more impactful evidence base
to support promising emerging practices and supportive
changes to regional and/or municipal policies.
b) Communicate findings and lessons learned from social
connectedness interventions.
Metro Vancouver could provide support to communicate
the findings from social programming pilots in multi-unit
housing. Support could come in the form of a convening role,
helping ensure that lessons learned are being shared with
planners at member municipalities and others involved in
relevant regional planning advisories. Metro Vancouver could
also advocate to funders for the importance of knowledge
transfer activities.
c) Open dialogue between multi-unit housing providers
and those in other areas of practice who see the benefits of social programming for increasing community
resilience.
If there were funds in place for social connectedness programming pilots, municipalities and health authorities could
connect housing providers with internal staff champions
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Equity approaches are incomplete without consideration of
cultural inequities that shape our access to resources and
culturally safe spaces where we connect as neighbours and
communities. This is particularly important as all levels of
Canadian society commit to finding ways to recognize the
colonial and white biases in the ways in which our plans,
neighbourhoods, shared and private spaces have been
designed and are managed, and to open these up to different
cultural understandings of how to create shared spaces of
home, community, and belonging. Governments need to consider cultural connections and cultural equity when planning
for new or refurbished social infrastructure in underserved
communities. Achieving cultural equity means identifying
and addressing cultural norms and systemic discrimination in
all aspects of community, arts, and culture planning.

What Is Social Infrastructure?
Happy City

5

Social infrastructure refers to facilities and services that
help individuals, families, groups, and communities meet
their social needs, maximize their potential for development, and enhance community well-being.

Prioritize underserved
neighbourhoods for social
infrastructure

We face a collective challenge to meet social infrastructure needs in our cities, including real estate costs,
development pressures, risk of loss and displacement,
an uneven distribution of social infrastructure across the
city, social vulnerability, and affordability challenges.
Growth challenges add to this, as the population of
Vancouver alone is expected to increase by 150,000
people over the next 30 years.

In reality, not all multi-unit rental housing in Metro Vancouver
will get physical upgrades that support social connectedness.
Not all multi-unit rental housing operators will commit to
intentional programming, engage thoughtfully with residents,
or invite community partners to collaborate with them to do
so. Many residents of multi-unit rental housing will continue
to have an outsized reliance on the social infrastructure in the
surrounding neighbourhood: the public realm and (free or
low-cost) community services and facilities that provide safe
and healthy space for recreation and social gathering.

Examples of social infrastructure include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Metro Vancouver, municipalities, non-profits, and the provincial government should take a social equity approach to
map out geographic and socioeconomic access to the social
infrastructure (parks, community gardens, public gathering
spaces, libraries, community centres, neighbourhood houses,
etc.) that can promote social connectedness, health, and
well-being and also determine how well this infrastructure
meets the needs of local residents. Further, Metro Vancouver
could use this work to recommend the prioritization of
investment in social infrastructure in underserved neighbourhoods, to guide member municipalities as they plan new
communities and changes to existing ones, and to support
municipalities in adopting a social equity approach to meet
communities’ needs for services and amenities.

neighbourhood houses
family places
youth centres
seniors’ centres
immigrant-serving organizations
social enterprises
Indigenous healing and wellness centres
informal gathering spaces
food-related infrastructure

From: City of Vancouver Social Infrastructure Strategy
(59)
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Workshop Insights for Recommendation 5

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

This recommendation is the most
important to me and it needs more
digging and investigating. Market
developments encroach [on]
racialized communities. [We’re] losing
pre-existing cultural infrastructure
including the walk-ups. Inclusionary
policy doesn’t look at gentrification
and loss of culturally specific retail
establishments. Look at how race and
space intersect.

Opportunities to Explore
a) Map access to social infrastructure that supports social
connectedness in Metro Vancouver municipalities.
Metro Vancouver could play a research role in assessing
equitable access to amenities that promote health and social
connectedness, especially for residents of multi-unit housing
with little or no access to private yards or gathering spaces.
Identifying existing gaps and analyzing the populations that
are most impacted by those gaps will bring light to what type
of social infrastructure needs to be prioritized in the near
future.
b) Emphasize cultural connectedness and cultural equity
when planning for new or refurbished social infrastructure in underserved communities.
Explicitly valuing diverse cultures will require meaningful
engagement and co-creation with residents who have lived
experience of discrimination and exclusion. Metro Vancouver
could help to promote strong examples of equitable engagement and co-creation between residents, cultural communities, and their municipality.
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•

A planner commented that this recommendation was
absolutely “do-able” and should be paired with the
gathering of baseline data about social connectedness
in general. Results could also inform targeted funding for
social-connectedness retrofits (recommendation 2) and
programming (recommendation 4).

•

A health authority participant suggested that they
might be able to help with data and advocacy for this
recommendation.

•

A BC Centre for Disease Control participant referenced
their draft Social Environments Framework and their
willingness to pull in community organizations and other
players involved in advocating for or designing healthy
social environments.

•

It was discussed that this recommendation could help
with future community-level planning to address inequities, but there was also caution about gentrification and
the reality that discrimination, stereotypes, and stigmas
can result in racialized people experiencing public spaces
and housing with less safety and sense of belonging.
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“

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT

[This] is a great recommendation:
auditing current policy goals and
progress is extremely difficult
quantitatively because the indicators
are so limited . . . [We] need to beef up
metrics so we can measure whether or
not we did a good job in 10 years, and
if not, why?

minology and definitions, evaluating the impacts of regional
efforts to increase social connectedness is not possible.

Ghazaleh Akbarnejad

6

Additionally, the performance indicators under Goal 4 of
Metro 2040 (Box 2)—housing affordability, housing diversity,
and walkability—don’t currently reflect a measure related to
social connectedness or related outcomes.

Track and report on social
connectedness

The interest in social connectedness is strong. Practice-based
guides summarize the emerging evidence linking social
connectedness and built form and provide suggestions for
actions. For example, HNC partner Happy City has developed
policy recommendations for sociable housing design, (45)
and the Canadian Institute of Planners has developed a
Healthy Communities Practice Guide. (60)

Box 2: Metro 2040 Performance
Indicators Excerpt
Housing Affordability
As measured by:
• percentage of median household income spent on
average housing and transportation costs

However, the mix of terms and definitions employed to
describe social connectedness is frequently cited as a barrier
to building an effective, evidence-based approach to addressing social isolation. (2,61–63) The lack of shared language,
common understanding, and evidenced-based approaches to
social connectedness pose challenges for data collection and
comparison across jurisdictions, and it hinders the effectiveness of regional goals to foster healthy and connected
complete communities.

Medium-term measure.
Housing Diversity
As measured by:
• share of estimated regional rental housing demand
achieved in new supply

To highlight this in the local context, in our policy scan we
looked at the language used in Metro 2040 regional context statements and municipal action plans falling under
the domain of healthy city strategies. Of the 21 regional
context statements referencing Goal 4: Develop Complete
Communities, four used the term social cohesion, eight use
the term social connectedness, and one uses social capital to
describe goals around social connectedness. (Appendix C)
Indicators for each of these would differ. Without shared ter-

Short-term measure.
Complete Communities and Health
As measured by:
• walkability
Short-term measure.
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Opportunities to Explore

Workshop Insights for Recommendation 6

a) Leverage partnerships to collect and distribute disaggregated baseline data on social connectedness for the
region.

•

Support for this recommendation, and for Metro
Vancouver to play a role in mobilizing knowledge about
the importance of social connectedness more generally,
was particularly strong with regional planners, health
authority representatives, and municipal planners, a
number of whom stated that consistency around terminology and a decision on terms to track would be helpful.

•

Vancouver Coastal Health expressed interest in being
involved with this recommendation, both in terms of
helping decide on metrics and providing regional and
municipal data. Fraser Health noted support as well,
mentioning My Health My Community as data to leverage.

•

There were a number of comments about the importance
of this recommendation to other recommendations.
For example, disaggregated baseline data on social
connectedness in different neighbourhoods and municipalities would support recommendation 5 (prioritizing
underserved communities) and could additionally inform
recommendation 4 (support funding for programming).
Knowing where—and between whom—social connectedness is suffering could help to direct energy and
resources to prioritizing vulnerable residents. This would
be helpful to planners, funders, and practitioners.

•

Finally, there were a number of assertions that tracking
metrics and progress was important for all of our recommendations, not just recommendation 6.

Clear performance measures that adequately capture social
connectedness outcomes, and regular reporting on progress
in this area, would signal a regional commitment to prioritize
social connectedness in complete communities planning.
This work should leverage partnerships with groups like the
BC Centre for Disease Control, which is releasing a Healthy
Social Environments Framework in December 2020, as well
as health authorities and organizations like the Vancouver
Foundation or the United Way of Lower Mainland that have
social connectedness as a priority.
It will be important to commit to the collection and dissemination of disaggregated data to capture information about
people that our society and systems make vulnerable: BIPOC,
LGBTQ2I+, single mothers, recent immigrants and refugees,
low-income households, people with disabilities, and those
with mobility, developmental, mental health and addiction
challenges. Social and racial equity must be a core principle
of all current and future regional and municipal planning.
Having a clear understanding of where we are starting from
is fundamental to these efforts, and to aligning energy and
resources accordingly.
b) Include at least one measure of social connectedness
as a performance indicator in progress reports and
public-facing Metro 2050 materials.
Metro Vancouver could employ common indicators and metrics to demonstrate the focus on social connectedness, and
track progress in this area. For example, Statistics Canada’s
General Social Survey has numerous questions on components of social connectedness, such as sense of belonging,
social contacts, and trust. Also, certain questions have been
used consistently across local surveys (for example, within
the Vancouver Foundation’s 2017 Connect and Engage report,
or Vancouver Coastal Health and Fraser Health’s 2013 survey,
My Health My Community).
c) Work towards a regional social connectedness strategy
with a clear set of metrics that can be tracked over time.
Metro Vancouver could anchor the development of a social
connectedness strategy. This work could begin with a
multi-stakeholder regional working group that includes
regional planning staff, municipal planners, health authorities, rental housing associations (like BC Non-Profit Housing
Association, Aboriginal Housing Management Association,
and LandlordBC), and service organizations focused on building community and social connectedness among residents.
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Concert Properties / Julianna Santos (City of Vancouver)

Conclusion
All six of our specific recommendations about social connectedness in multi-unit housing found some degree of favour
with participants in the November 23, 2020, online workshop,
as did the overarching recommendation that a social equity
principle inform all goal areas for Metro 2050.
This discussion paper is very much a living document. We
hope that these ideas find their way into Metro 2050 and into
the municipal plans that flow from it over time. But we don’t
intend for this paper to sit on a shelf gathering dust. We will
continue to dig into these ideas and work with forward-thinking housing practitioners, non-profits, municipalities, health
authorities, funders, and senior levels of government to test
and support promising practices in this area, and to work
towards systemic and cultural changes that could further
foster the work.
We thank all who contributed insights, ideas, and inspiration
for this work.
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Appendix A: Keywords
Keywords for search of policy documents
•

Accessibility/Aging in Place

•

Affordability

•

Belonging

•

Climate/Sustainability

•

Complete Communities

•

Connectedness

•

Emergency Preparedness

•

Friendly

•

Healthy Communities/Community Wellness

•

Isolation/Loneliness

•

Multi-Unit Residential Building (MURB)

•

Resilience

•

Safety

•

Social Capital

•

Social Cohesion

•

Social Inclusion

•

Social Interaction

•

Social Sustainability

•

Tenure
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Appendix B: Policies
Reviewed

Regional
• Metro Vancouver Housing 10-Year Plan, 2019

List of policies reviewed in policy scan.
Federal
• Budget 2019: Investing in the Middle Class, Government
of Canada, 2019
•

National Housing Strategy Act, S.C. 2019, c. 29, s. 313

•

National Housing Strategy, Canada Mortgage and
Housing Corporation, 2017

Regional Growth Strategy, Bylaw No.1136, 2010, Metro
Vancouver 2040: Shaping our Future (Metro 2040)

•

Tenant Association Constitution, Metro Vancouver
Housing Corporation

Municipal
• A Healthy City for All, Healthy City Strategy – Four year
action plan, 2015-2018, City of Vancouver

Subsections:
o Rental Construction Financing Initiative, 2020
o Sector Transformation Fund - Local Projects
o Community Based Tenants Initiative
•

•

Indigenous Homes Innovation Initiative Project Funding,
Indigenous Services Canada

Provincial (BC)
• BC Building Code: Adaptable Housing Standards, 2009

•

Active Design Guidelines, City of North Vancouver

•

Building Our Social Future: A Social Development
Strategy for Richmond, 2013 ‐ 2022, City of Richmond

•

Burnaby Social Sustainability Strategy, City of Burnaby

•

City of Vancouver Secured Market Rental Housing (SMRH)
Policy

•

City of Vancouver Secured Rental Policy Incentives

•

City of Vancouver Social Housing or Rental Tenure
(SHORT) Pilot program

•

City of Vancouver Tenant Protection and Relocation
Policy

•

City of Victoria 2019-2022 Strategic Plan

•

City of Victoria Inclusionary Housing and Community
Amenity Policy

•

BC Healthy Families Communities Program

•

BC Housing Construction Guide and Standards, BC
Housing

•

British Columbia Local Government Act, Part 15, Division
5 - Zoning Bylaws

•

Plan H Community Connectedness Grants, Plan H in
partnership with BC Healthy Communities

•

City of Victoria Residential Rental Tenure Zoning

•

Poverty Reduction Strategy Act, BC 2019

•

Community Benefit Bonus Policy, City of Burnaby

•

Promote, Protect, Prevent: Our Health Begins Here,
Guiding Framework for Public Health, 2013, BC Ministry
of Health

•

Community Wellness Strategy 2018-2023, City of
Richmond

•

Social Housing Retrofit Support Program, BC Hydro in
partnership with BC Housing

•

Delta Social Action Plan

•

•

TogetherBC: Poverty Reduction Strategy, Poverty
Reduction Strategy Act, BC 2019

Density Bonus Bylaw Zoning Bylaw, 2014, Amendment
Bylaw No. 55, City of Abbotsford

•

Density Bonus Phase 2 Policy, Bylaw No. 7697, 2014, City
of New Westminster

•

District of North Vancouver, 2015 ‐ 2018 Corporate Plan
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•

District of West Vancouver Blueprint for Social
Responsibility & Change

•

DTES Community Plan

•

Family Room: Housing Mix Policy for Rezoning Projects,
City of Vancouver

•

High Density Housing for Families with Children
Guidelines, 1992, City of Vancouver

•

Imagine White Rock, Official Community Plan, 2017, No.
2220

•

Interim Bonus Density Policy, Policy O-54, City of Surrey

•

Maple Ridge Social Sustainability Policy

•

New Westminster Official Community Plan, Our City 2041

•

North Vancouver Official Community Plan, Bylaw No.
8400

•

Official Community Plan, City of Abbotsford

•

Official Community Plan, OCP Bylaw No. 2955, City of
Port Moody

•

Vancouver Food Strategy, City of Vancouver

•

Vancouver’s Housing and Homelessness Strategy, City of
Vancouver

•

Vision 2020 Strategic Plan, City of Port Coquitlam
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Appendix C: Examples of Terms Related to
Social Connectedness in Regional Context
Statements
Terms used to describe social connectedness under goal area 4.2:
Develop Complete Communities
Social
Interaction

Healthy
Communities
/ Community
Wellness /
Well-being

Social
Inclusion

Anmore

Social
Sustainability

Belonging

Connectedness

Social
Cohesion

x

Belcarra
Burnaby

Friendly

x
x

x

Coquitlam
Delta

x

City of Langley

x

Maple Ridge

x

New
Westminster

x

City of North
Vancouver

x

District of
North Van.

x

x
x

Port
Coquitlam

x

Port Moody

x

Richmond

x

Surrey

x

x
x

Vancouver

x

West
Vancouver

x

x

x

x

Regional context statements for White Rock, Township of Langley, Pitt Meadows, and Lion’s Bay do not have language that refers to social
connectedness.
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Appendix D:
Interviewees
Interviews were conducted with representatives from:
•

Brightside Community Homes Foundation

•

Catalyst Community Developments Society

•

Concert Properties

•

Connect & Prepare (Building Resilient Neighbourhoods
and City of Victoria “Victoria Ready” emergency staff)

•

Close to Home (West End Seniors’ Network)

•

An ex-City of Vancouver Healthy City Strategy social
planner and originator of the Hey Neighbour! Pilot

•

Metro Vancouver Housing Corporation, Tenant Programs

•

LandlordBC
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